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The Book of Hosea

Author: Written by the prophet Hosea (meaning “Salvation”), son of Beeri (1:1), who was a citizen of the Northern Kingdom of Israel (7:5, “Our King”, refers to the king of Samaria). 

Date: Written between 750 and 710 BC
, probably compiled during the early years of Hezekiah.

Context: Historically, Hosea addressed the northern kingdom of Israel. He ministered during the reigns of the following kings: Uzziah (767-739 BC), Jotham (739-731 BC), Ahaz (731-715 BC) and Hezekiah (715-686) who were all kings of Judah. Hosea began his ministry when Jeroboam II (78-753 BC) was on the throne in Israel. This places him in the same timeframe as Amos, who would have been an older contemporary, and who ministered in the northern Kingdom. Isaiah and Micah were Hosea’s contemporaries in the southern kingdom
.

Politically and Spiritually, Israel was in a position of relative strength under Jeroboam II when Hosea began his ministry. There was a sense of peace but at the same time rich took advantage of the poor relentlessly. Justice had fled the land. Idolatry was rampant. The people worshipped at the high places in Bethel, but build high places for worship all over the country both in honor of Yahweh and Baal. Amos’s warning’s had not been heeded in the land.

Theme & Purpose: Hosea’s life is a picture of God’s faithfulness to Israel. Despite Israel’s unfaithfulness, and God’s judgment (represented by Gomer’s adultery and degradation), God is a covenant keeping God who will restore his people (pictured by Hosea’s redemption of Gomer).

The book is written as an indictment to Israel.

Lesson: Ultimately Messiah (11:1 and Matt 2:15) will ransom believers (13:14 and 1 Cor. 15:55), He loves us with great compassion (11:4), and heals those who will return to Him (6:1).

The Book of Joel

Author: Written by the prophet Joel (meaning “Yahweh is God”) in or near Jerusalem.

Date: Significant debate surrounds the date of this book. There is no direct reference point in the book itself, but at the end of some discussion an early date of 834-796 BC is preferred over a late date of 400 BC.
 The early date would place Joel as the earliest prophet after Obadiah (835 BC).

Context: Joel is God’s prophet who ministered during the reign of the boy Joash (835-796 BC), who was under the guardianship of the high priest Jehoida (2 Chron 23). These days were not days of flagrant sin, but of indifference by the people towards the things of God.
 In the immediate sense, a plague of locusts has descended upon the land of Judah, decimating everything in its path. Joel in this scenario took the opportunity of this calamity to proclaim God’s message of judgment. The coming day of the Lord would make this disaster pale in comparison, and the prophet made a resounding call to repentance.

Theme & Purpose: The key theme of this short book is the Day of the Lord, both from the perspective of God’s current judgment but with a view to the coming of the greater coming judgment, where God will intervene in history to vindicate His justice.

The book was written as a warning to the people of Judah to turn from their sin and receive the blessing of God rather than the curse.

Lessons: First, Sometimes God can use natural disasters to shake his people from apathy and run to Him with fear and reverence. Secondly, God is also a God of patience who not only provides ample room for repentance but also shows mercy when His people turn to Him. 

The Book of Amos

Author: Amos (root meaning, “burden bearer”) introduces himself as its author at the beginning of this book. Since his father’s name is mentioned, it could be surmised that he was of humble birth. Amos was a herdsman and a cultivator of sycamore figs. From His style of writing, Amos was not trained of the “school of prophets”.

Date: Probably written around 760 BC. Amos prophesied “in the days of Uzziah, King of Judah (790-739 BC), and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash, King of Israel (793-753 BC), two years before the earthquake” (1:1)

Context: Among the Minor Prophets, Amos ministry was during the reign of Jeroboam II and he was an older contemporary of Hosea who also ministered in the North. Chronologically his ministry comes after Obadiah, Joel and Amos and slightly before Hosea, Micah and Isaiah. Politically under the reign of Uzziah, Judah experienced prosperity and military success. In the north, Jeroboam II ruled capably. This prosperity only served to heighten material and moral degradation as well as injustice towards the people. Amos anticipates the Assyrian captivity of Israel in 722 BC.  In the midst of this prosperity, the people find it hard to see this coming judgment.

Theme & Purpose: Amos speaks out against the worship taking place in Israel – superficial and ritualistic. The nation has turned away from God and social injustice prevailed over the nation. The book outlines coming judgment, first focusing on surrounding nations before centering on the coming judgment of Israel. But God will keep His covenant and a remnant will be saved and restored.

Lessons: Justice for the oppressed is a vital issue for the people of God. “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father… to visit orphans and widows in their affliction…” (James 1:27) 

The Book of Obadiah

Author: A reference made to his name is the only clue we have as to who Obadiah is. There are a dozen “Obadiahs” in the OT. Scripture does not provide any more specificity on the issue.

Date: This short book is the hardest of all the prophets to date. Two main views among conservative scholarship, either that it was written during the reign of Jehoram ben Jehoshaphat (848-841 BC). Others place is during the time of the Babylonian captivity, circa 539 BC, but as we will see below, the early date is preferable.

Context: No kings are mentioned in the book, and the only reference point relating to the historical setting of Obadiah as provided in verses 10-14. While scholars disagree about which invasion of Israel this book is presenting, the most likely candidate is the invasions of the Philistines and Arabians who invaded Judah and looted the palace (2 Chron 21:16-17), which occurred between 848 and 841 BC. This would make the prophet a contemporary of Elisha.

Edom was the descendant nation of Esau, which refused to let Israel pass through their land on the way to Canaan. They opposed Saul and were subdued under David and Solomon, and later opposed Jehoram.

Theme & Purpose: The book is a revelation of God’s judgment on Edom, as retribution for its wrongdoing and pride in refusing to support Israel, refusing to protect Israel when she was oppressed and for committing violence against her. Judgment on all nations is pronounced while Israel’s restoration is reiterated.

Lessons: Vengeance is the Lords. Obadiah gives us an interesting glimpse into the Lord’s protection of His own. It is this jealous protection that shows us how God does take up the cause of the oppressed, and ultimately it is not for us to take matters into our own hands (Rom 12:19).
The Book of Jonah

Author: Evidence from the book itself (1:1) reveals to us that Jonah, son of Amittai, is the author. Tradition links this Jonah with (2 Kings 14:25) Jesus also mentioned Jonah (Matt 12:40) providing extra support for this view
.

Date: Jonah predicted the re-establishment of Israel’s ancient boundaries, a forecast that was fulfilled in the reign of Jeroboam II. With this in mind we can narrow the date of this book after 800 BC and specifically between 782 and 753 BC.

Context: Jonah was a contemporary of Jeroboam II who rules in Israel (782-753 BC). While Israel was enjoying prosperity and resurgence, the Assyrian empire was in slight decline. However, the threat was still real, the empire had great power along the eastern Mediterranean and Assyrian cruelty and viciousness was legendary. Assyria had a history of vileness towards God’s people. It is likely that Nineveh was preached to by Jonah in the days of Ashurdan III. It is also possible that previous to Jonah’s message, two plagues (765 and 759 BC) and a solar eclipse (763 BC) prepared the city for repentance.

Theme & Purpose: This book is centered on God’s forgiveness of the repentant, whether it is a disobedient prophet or even the enemies of His chosen people, in this case the Assyrians in Nineveh. Jonah fight’s God’s mercy throughout the book because he sees Nineveh as a threat to Israel’s safety, and as people deserving of God’s promised judgment. However, ultimately God’s mercy is emphasized.

Lessons: Jonah’s story brings out the fact that God’s people need to obey Him unconditionally with full trust in His ways. We are also reminded of the sovereignty of God and the perfect way in which he plans events for his purposes.
The Book of Micah

Author: Little is known of Micah (meaning “who is a God like you?”) apart from what is revealed in the book (1:1). He hailed from the town of Moresheth-Gath, of desert lands and hills (1:14).

Date: Verse 1 is clear that Micah prophesied during the reigns of Jotham (750-732 BC), Ahaz (736-716 BC) and Hezekiah (716-687 BC). His message is mostly to the Judah in the South. However, he also speaks to Israel in the North, predicting Samaria’s fall (1:6). This indicates that a good part of his work occurred before 722 BC and the Assyrian captivity, and we can date the book around 700 BC.

Context: As we have seen, Micah prophesied during the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah. Micah’s strong words against idolatry and immorality clue us into seeing that his ministry preceded Hezekiah’s reforming rule. Jotham was Uzziah’s son and followed the same policies as a good king. However, he failed to remove the high places in the nation. Under Ahaz’s wicked rule, Judah faced a threat from Assyria and Syria. Hezekiah withstood the Assyrians and guided the people back to God. Micah’s ministry saw the gradual collapse of Israel from within until it totally fell in 722 BC to the might of the Assyrian empire.

Theme & Purpose: The main focus of this book is prophecies made against Samaria and Judea. Micah outlines the sins of the people, leaders specifically dealing with pride, exploitation, idolatry and false prophecies. The judgment of God is emphasized on Judah as well as hope for the remnant.

Lessons: God does not just demand obedience and threaten judgment like a cruel taskmaster. He tells us exactly what the means are of His good pleasure: Justice, mercy and humility before God. (Mic 6:8)

The Book of Nahum

Author: Nahum (meaning “consolation”) is stated as a native of Elkosh, which is most likely a village in southern Judah.
 Apart from 1:1, we know nothing about this prophet.

Date: Nahum mentions the fall of the Babylonians (612 BC) as future in occurrence. 3:8-10 mentions the fall of Thebes as a recent event, therefore the date is after 664 BC. Nahum can be safely dated somewhere between 663 and 612 BC. 

Context: Over a century before Nahum, Jonah had resented God’s mercy on Nineveh, because he feared that the Assyrians would crush Israel. The repentance of Jonah’s day did not last, and Nineveh grew in size and evil, leading to the capture of Israel in 722. Assyria was more than ever famous in terror. However, in Nahum’s time the judgment of God on Nineveh was fast approaching. The same city which repented under the ministry of Jonah now once again faced judgment, this time certain because of a lack of repentance. 

Theme & Purpose: The pressing theme of Nahum is God’s impending judgment on Nineveh. Their pride and wickedness will be judged in the vindication of God’s holiness. The sole message of Nahum for them is of destruction. The theme can be briefly summed up as God’s holiness in judging sin.

Lessons: While God is a patient God who shows mercy and is full of loving kindness, it is important to remember that there comes an end to patience and a display of justice manifested in wrath. God’s holy justice will be vindicated and manifested as much as his love and mercy. The mercy of God is made all the more glorious with the background of impending doom and condemnation of those who die in their unrepentant sin.

The Book of Habakkuk

Author: 1:1 and 3:1 tell us that Habakkuk (meaning “embrace”) is the author. His reference to the “choir director” and also reference to “stringed instruments” probably mean that he had been involved in priestly activities.

Date: Chapter 1 contains two statements (v5), which imply events present fulfillment relative to the time of writing of the book. If we assume that the prophet wrote in advance as a prediction, it is likely that the book was written towards the end of the reign of the good king Josiah (640-609 BC), going into the beginning of the Babylonian captivity, probably 608-607 BC

Context: Babylon was just beginning to rise to power, during the reign of Nabopolassar (626-605 BC), and they destroyed Nineveh in 612 BC. 1:2-4 reveals exploitation of the poor by the high and mighty of Judah, which implies the end of Josiah’s reign. This oppression was widespread in the land, and their ordained means of punishment was the Chaldeans. Of note is the fact that the first deportation was of the nobility, the high and mighty of Israel.

Theme & Purpose: Habakkuk experienced a struggle of faith when He saw men flout God’s law arrogantly without fear of repercussion.  He struggled with understanding how God could let the wicked go unpunished. God chose to use Babylon as His instrument of judgment on Judah, and Habakkuk struggled with understanding how God could use an instrument even more corrupt than Judah. God’s answer is his matchless wisdom, goodness and power. His plan is perfect.

Lessons: As humans it is easy to be jaded or biased by out outlook on circumstances and place ourselves in a position of doubt regarding God’s ways. However, it is imperative to understand that our frail wisdom is no match for the perfect wisdom and sovereignty of God – he is worthy of our every trust, even when the situation does not make sense.

The Book of Zephaniah

Author: Zephaniah, son of Cushi (1:1) wrote the book. The introduction is unique because it mentions four generations: the son of Cushi, son of Gedaliah, son of Amariah, son of Hezekiah. This prophet, unlike most, came from the royal line, a descendant of Hezekiah.

Date: The prophet is very specific about the time of his writing, which makes dating it simple. He sets it in the “time of Josiah son of Amos, king of Judah” (1:1). This would put it between 640 and 609 BC. The destruction of Nineveh was still a future event, therefore this book was written between 640 and 612 BC.
 

Context: Manasseh and Amon’s destructive reigns were given relief by the crowning of the eight year old Josiah (639/640 BC). Altars to Baal had been rebuilt, idolatry reinstated, apostasy was rife. Josiah came to the throne in this context. Josiah was a king in stop with the Lord, and underwent a spiritual wakening that initiated a national awakening in his eighteenth year. The altars were torn down, the temple was cleaned, the worship of Yahweh reinstated. Many elements in the book indicate it was written before the peak of these reforms, and therefore we see a picture of the early part of Josiah’s reign, before change took place. 

Theme & Purpose:  Zephaniah in his ministry declares the coming Day of the Lord – a time when the entire world will be judged. Included in this prophecy is the coming judgment of Judah and the surrounding nations for their sins, the ultimate purpose being that they would repent. But we are additionally given a glimpse of future blessing of people who repent from all nations.

Lessons: We are given a glimpse into the larger plan of God, that embedded in his judgment has always been the promise of deliverance for the repentant. His purpose is not judgment in and of itself but in fact he desires and rewards repentance.

The Book of Haggai

Author: Haggai (meaning “festal”) is the one book among all of the OT to be uncontested by all critics as the work of Haggai himself. 

Date: The book contains five messages, and a date is specifically emphasized in the book, for each of the messages. Haggai began his work of calling people to begin construction of the temple on August 29, 520 BC (1:1), and finished on December 18 (2:20) – a period of four months. Persia’s Darius Hystaspes began to reign in 522 BC. Haggai began to proclaim his messages in the second year of his reign.

Context: Ezra 4-6 gives us the background to the Book of Haggai. Cyrus the Persian decreed in 538 BC that the Jews be allowed to return to their home and build the temple. Zerubbabel led the first return and the work began in 536 BC. The Samaritans hindered this effort, even writing to the Persian king. The Jews felt increasingly disillusioned and finally gave up in 534 BC. Haggai and Zechariah were called to urge the people to complete construction. Darius I (521-486 BC) was king of Persia during this time.

Theme & Purpose: The theme of Haggai is wrapped up in five messages given to the people to urge them and encourage them to rebuild the temple. Misplaced priorities are what have led to drought, famine, and food shortage. God’s temple represents God’s presence with his people. The ultimate hope for the nation is summed up with the book’s conclusion: peace and prosperity to come with the Messianic temple.

Lessons: Keep the main thing the main thing. It should be no surprise to us as believers that when we set our minds on subsidiary earthly things, and when God is displaced from the center point of our lives, that things will begin to fall apart.

The Book of Zachariah

Author: Zechariah (meaning “Yahweh remembers”, the son of Barachiah, the son of Iddo, who led the Levites (Neh 12:4).
 He was called to prophesy at an early age, if the “young man” of 2:4 refers to him.

Date: Zechariah was a younger contemporary of Haggai. He also was contemporary of Zerubbabel the governor and Joshua the high priest. The historical setting of the first 8 chapters matches that of Haggai: Temple work resumed in 520 BC, and finished in 516 BC. 
 Chapters 9-14 are undated, but references to Greece point to a date of 480 and 470 BC.

Context: Zechariah, as mentioned, was a younger contemporary of Haggai. He served as a member of the Great Synagogue that collected and preserved the canon of revealed Scripture. Along with Haggai, Zechariah was called upon to urge the people to begin to rebuild and finish the construction of the temple that had been started but left unfinished because of disillusionment under Zerubbabel’s leadership. Darius I (521-486 BC) was king of Persia during this time.

Theme & Purpose: While the focus is rebuilding the temple just as Haggai’s was, Zechariah is more intent on repentance, with the promised assurance that God will bless in the future, and that Messiah would ultimately dwell in His temple. Zechariah’s focus is on Israel’s future and is apocalyptic in style. The two comings of Christ are clear in Zechariah.

Lessons: The Lord knows the end from the beginning. It is interesting that what Revelation is to the NT, Zechariah has been called for the OT – in the middle of a scattered situation, Israel is reminded as are we, that He is the Lord of Hosts, the one strong and mighty. His plan will prevail, His people can take comfort in the assurance of His ultimate vindication and their ultimate blessing.

The Book of Malachi

Author: Only 1:1 mentions Malachi (meaning “my messenger”) as the author of this prophecy. His name is fitting, because the book anticipates the coming of “the messenger of the covenant” (3:1).
 We have no other information about his background or circumstances.

Date: Internal evidence points to the fact that his prophecies were given probably around 435 BC. This is because the temple had been rebuilt, a Persian governor was in authority, and the sins in Malachi are the same as Nehemiah mentions.
 This places Malachi almost a century after Haggai and Zechariah began to prophesy. Malachi fits in the chronology between Chapters 12 and 13 of Nehemiah.

Context: The land was plagues with corrupt priests, wicked practices, and a false sense of security in their privileged relationship with God.
 The nation is in disrepair. The situation is so far gone that the words of God have no impact, so that Malachi’s end signals the beginning of four hundred years of God’s silence, till the coming of John the Baptist.

Theme & Purpose: While Nehemiah’s leadership led to the completion of the walls of Jerusalem, by the time Malachi begins to prophesy, the Jews have strayed. Malachi addresses the disintegration of a nation with comprehensive condemnation of priests, people and leaders, calling for repentance and renewal. The second coming of Messiah is the concluding vision of this book.

Lessons: It is incumbent on the man of God to preach the message of God boldly and clearly, despite how the message will be received.  Additionally, while condemnation is a part of God’s message to unrepentant sinners, it is incumbent on the man of God to preach the forgiving love of Christ, this side of the cross. Malachi (1:1-5) spoke much of God’s forgiving love, despite his message of condemnation to a nation that would not listen.
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